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Si; Sarvepelli Radhakrishnan has been acknowledged as one of
the greatest Indian philosophers who has ever lived. He has
contributed more to the important task of creating a synthesis
between Eastern and Western thought than any other philosopher to
date. This essay will interpret the goal and important
constituents of Radhakrishnan’s universal synthesis and then
provide an evaluation thereof, keeping in mind recent
developments in this field.l

This article is divided in two parts: 1) the first part
offers an analysis of the term "universal"” in the context of
Radhakrishnan’s world view, and then delineates some of the
important components of his philosophico-religious world view; 2
the second part provides an evaluation of his universal %ynth9515

and critically examines the ways in which scholars have reacted

to the challenge of Radhakrishnan’s universal synthesis.

1

In our day to day discourse; we use the term "universal" to
mean a concept or a thing to imply that it "pertains to” or
“characterizes the whole" without any exceptions. The Oxford
dictionary defines the term as something which 1ncludes and
encompasses the whole, either collectively or dist;ibutlvely. It
gives a sense of commonalities, unity, that exists among ideas,
objects, or persons. In thé context of religion, the term can be
construed to imply that essentially all religions of humankind

are derived from or reflect one universal faith. This, in turn,



implies that all religions are essentially one and that diversity
and plurality among various religions are due to cultural and
historical reasons.

Although the term "universal" occurs throughout his
writings, Radhakrishnan never attempts to give an explicit
definition of the term. However, three definite senses can be
discerned from his writings: he uses the term 1) to describe the
ultimate reality in a metaphysical and religious context, 2) to
signify the essential harmony of all religions, and 3) to express
those ideas which cross the frontiers of nations and are not
limited to a particular society or creed.

Lawrence Hyde, in his article, "Radhakrishnan’s Contribution
to Universal Religion,” notes two aspects of universality in the
field of religion.

It can mean a tolerant recognition of everQ form of

religious belief and practice which brings man nearer to the
Divine, together with the rejection of the claim that any

-~

one type of faith has an absolute and final value. But 1t
can mean alsc the impulse to enrich one’s own Torm of
religion by incorporating withén it as wide a range of
creative eliements as possible.
Hyde further notes that *most apologists for universalism in the
religious realm concern themselves almost exclusively with the
first . . ."3 and this is certainly true of Radhakrishnan.

There is no doubt that Radhakrishnan believed in the
tolerant appreciation of faiths other than one’s own. He states:
"The greatest of the temptations we must dvercome is to thint
that our own religion is the only true religion, our own vision

of reality is the bnly authentic vision.”“ Hyde believes that

Radhakrishnan was "exclusively'" concerned with the first aspect




of universality outlined above. It seems to me, however, that
the second sense occurs throughout his writings. 1Indeed, his
notion of unity and synthesis is predicated upon as well as
implied by universality in its second aspect. For example, in
"Fragments of a Confession,"” he states:
A study of other living religion helps and enhances the
appreciation of our own faith. If we adopt a wider
historical view we obtain a more comprehensive vision and
understanding of spiritual truth . . . . It is our duty and
privilege to enlarge our faculties of curiosity, of

understgnding, and realize the spaciousness of our common
ground.”

He reiterates the same point in "Reply to Critics” when he notec:
"By understanding the emphases of other faiths, we enlarge our
own. We contract and conciliate distant affections. We
recoegnize the elements of fruth and dignity of values of spirit
included 1n other faiths.”é To this end, he encourages the stuaoy

of world religions and calls for an inter-religious understandinc
and co-operation.

Radhakrishnan’s universal perspective was the result of his
belief that the "different religious traditions are similar.,"”
that they "have one source." He affirms:

The different religious traditions clothe the one Reality in
various images and their visions could embrace and fertilise
each other, so as to give mankind a many-sided perfection.
the spiritual radiance of Hinduism, the faithful obedience
of Judaism.: the life of beauty of Greek Paganism., the noble
compassion of Buddhism, the vision of the divine love of
Christianity, and the spirit of resignation to the sovereigr
lord of Islam. All these represent different aspects of the
inward spiritual life, projyections on the intellegtual plans
of the ineffable experiences of the human spirit.

Accordingly, synthesis, unity, tolerance, and love became the key

ingredients of his universalistic perspective.



In his detailed and ambitious work Eastern Religions and

Western Thought, he reflects upon how the encounter between East

and West frames his attempt at an integral synthesis:

Today the whole world is in fusion and all is in motion.
East and West are fertilizing each other,; not for the first
time. May we not strive for a philosophy,; which will
combine the best of European humanism and Asiatic religion;
a philosophy profounder and more livaing than either,; endowed
with great spiritual and ethical force, which will conquer
the hgarts of men and compel people to acknowledge its

sway?
This "free interchange of ideas" will, Radhakrishnan maintained.

prepare for "the world’s yet unborn soul."

Radhakrishnan’s statement of his universalistic world-view
of the truth and "religion of the spirit and unity of mankind”
which will prepare for the "world’s unborn soul was founded on an
idealistic view of life. Accordingly. he reaffirmed the ‘basic
truths of religious and philosophical idealism. He gotes:

A study of the present situatiorn in religion leads me tco
think that it may be of some 1nterest if this course is=s

devated to the vindication of the idealist attitude in &
changina world . . . . These lectures endeavor to restate ¢
point of view which is nothing new but constitutes the Y§TY

essence of the great philosophic tradition of idealism.

In response to D.M. Datta’s question whether one can attempt &
universal synthesis on a position other than idealism,

Radhakrishnan says:

Il do believe that the great idealist tradition has in it the
possibility of bringing East and West together i1n a closer
union on the plane of mind and spirit . . . . It is my
conviction that, if the achievements of science and
criticism are to be harnessed for right ends. we should
develop certain universal aims, and the idealist tradition
of the worlqlprovides us with these goals for human endeavor

and action.
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It is significant that in this reply, Radhakrishnan does not
maintain that a universal synthesis can be attempted only on an
idealistic conception of life. Additionally, as is widely known,
Radhakrishnan’s outlook was consistent with Vedanta. However, in
his use of the word idealism he did not limit it to simply the

Vedantic idealism. In An Idealist View of Life and Eastern

Religions and Western Thought, he uses the term to refer to both

Indian and Western thinkers.

He also calls his Philosophical and religious idealism
"Perennial Philosophy,"” "Universal Religion," "Integral
Experience," and "Religion of the Spirit."” No matter by what
name he calls it, Radhakrishnan attempted to incorporate in it
the best of both the worlds. More importantly, they all testity
to the spiritual nature of reality. The supreme has three
simul taneous aspects or poises of being: the transcendent
Absolute (Brahman), the creative freedom (T§§arab- and the

. . . 1
wisdom, power, and love manifest in the world (Hiranya-garbhs .

Absolute-Goc

The highest reality, Radhakrishnan maintains, is ineffabile.
Accordingly,s it cannot be described. All attempts to describe i+
are bound to fail because all such attempts limit the object thacx
ls being described. The highest realitvy 1s subject and it car

never become an object. It is saccid3npandas 1.e., it is sat.

cit, and Snanda. These three are not the qualifying attributes
of Brahman but rather the terms that express the apprehension of

the highest reality by finite mind. SaccidiSnsande 1s a symbol




formulated by the human mind attempting to interpret Brahman

-experience.

In such'descriptions, there is always a danger that Brahman
might be treated as an object. Therefore, it is wise to speak of

Brahman via negativa--neti neti, that is, not-this, not-this.

Y3 jflavalkya, the Upanisadic sage speaking of Brahman, states:
"There is no better deécription than thiss that it is not-this,
.13

not—-this. As a matter of fact, Brahman is our very self, or.

as Upanisads put it: 3tman is Brahman (tat tvam asi}). In

Radhakrishnan’s words:

It is perfect being, perfect consciousness and perfect
freedom, sat, cits and 3nanda. Being, truth and freedom are
distinguished in the divine, but not divided. The true and
ultimate condition of the human being is the divine status.
The essence of life is the movement of the universal beings
the essence of emotion is the plav of the self-existent
delight in being; the essence of thought i1s the i1nspiration

of the all-pervading truthj the essence of activity is the
progr?ésive realization of a universal and self-effectinc

good.

The highest spiritual experience of the identityv of 3tmar
and Brahman makes us aware of two aspects of the Supreme, 1ts
supracosmic transcendence and its cosmic universality. The
Supreme, in its transcendent and non-relational aspect is called
the Absolute, and in its cosmic aspect,; i.e., iﬁ its relationship
to the world it is God or Tévars." While the Absolute is pure
consciousness and pure freedom and infinite possibility, it
appears to be God from the point of view of the one specific
possibility which has become actualized. . . . This universe 1is
for the Absolute only ane possibility."15

In this context arises one of the central problems of any

non-dualist philosophys including Radhakrishnan’s philosophy.




How to reconcile the transcendence of the Absolute with its

cosmic universality? Or, in what sense, the Absolute can be said
to be the creator of the world? In his book, Contemporary Indian
Philosophy, Radhakrishnan explains the relation between the two
in the following words:

The way in which the relation between the absolute and God
is here indicated is not the same as that either of Sahkara
or of Bradley, though it has apparent similarities to their
doctrines. While the Absolute is the transcendent divine.
God is the cosmic divine. While the Absolute is the total
reality, God is the Absolute from the cosmic end, the
consciousness that informs and sustains the world. God is.
S0 to say, the genius of this world, its ground, which as a
thought or as a possibility of the Absolute lies beyond the
world in the universal consciousness of the Absolute. The
possibilities or the ideal forms are the minds of the
Absolute or the thoughts of the Absolute. One of the
infinite possibilities is being translated into the world of
Space and time. Even as the world is a definite
manifestation of one specific possibility of the Absolute.
God with whom the worshipper stands in personal relation 1ic
the very Absolute In the woqéd context and is rot a mere
appearance of the Absolute.

The Absolute in relationship to the world is Hiranya—-garbha. the

"world-soul." In this aspect, the Absolute as the spirit

pervades the worild. "Hiranva-garbha or Brahms is the world-soul
[]

and is subject to changes of the world. He is kSrya-Brahms or

effect Brahman as distinct from 1€vara who is kd3rana-Brahman or
L]

casual Brahman. Hiranya-garbhs arises at every world-beginning

and 1s dissolved at every world-ending.;17 ,fé@ara. on the other
hand, 1is not subject to these changes. He is a kind of eternal

God who directs the play of the world and Himself exists

transcendentally.



‘ Considering that the Upanisads reiterate that Brahman is
"one only without a second,” that Brahman is that state of being

wherein all distinctions are obliterated, how to account for the

self-expression of Brahman? In "Reply to Critics,” Radhakrishna:
says: "I have interpreted the doctrine of m3yd so as to save the
world and give to it a real meaning. This world is not an
illusion; it is not nothingness. It is "derived being. It is ar
expression of the Absolute and not the Absolute i1tself.” He
states:

If we concentrate attention on Brahmans the Absolute. we
feel that the world is not independent of Brahman but restcs
in Brahman. The relationship between the twe cannot be

logically articulated. If we turn to the personal ISvars .
we know that the world i1s the creation of Brahman and not
its organic expression. The power of creation is called
mava. If we turn to the world process which is a perpetual
becomings it is a mixture of being and non-beings gsat anc
asat., the divine principle and prsakrti. Hiranve—garbhs anc

his world are both subject to time, and should be

distinguished from th?qeternal. But the temporal becoming

1s by no means false.

The passage quoted above draws our attention to the
following facts regarding the nature and status of the world: 1)
In the world process itself, we have the divine interacting and
its status and meaning depends'on the levels of reality from the
temporal world-process to the Eternal, Brahman: 2) The world is
an expression of the Absolute: 3) It is wrong to say that it is
either gat or asats it is sat because it exists for some time, it

is asat because it does not exist all the time. Thus, it is both

sat and asat.




M3ya also refers to ignorance (avidx?), by which the real

nature of Brahman is concealed from us. Radhakrishnan states:

Mayd is also used for ignorance by which we do rot recognise
the principle of the universe. ‘He was in the world and the
world was made by him and the world knew him not?? This
non-knowing is avidyg. It is also different from the resl
and the unreal. If it attains either reality or collapses
into nothingness there would be no tension, no process. 5o
the world is saigoto be sad—asad—vilak§ana. different fron
real and unreal. *

As to why this specific possibility, among the matrix of infinite
possibilities, was chosen, Radhakrishnan says: "We can only sas

that it is much too difficult for us in the pit to know what is

happening behind the screens. It is m3ya or & mysterv which we

have to accept reverently.”El

Thus, Radhakrishnarm’s account of the Wworld-proces=sz 1= mors
/ .
positive than Samkara’s account of the world as an appearance of

Brahman which i= to be transcendec. Radhakrishnan emphasizes

-~
that mavs in Ssemksrs does rmot mear i1llusionm. but rather refers =-
the fact that the world does not have an independent status. The

world 1 a partial expression of Branman. it is as real as & part

of Brahman.aa

Intuition and Intellect

/ -
Radhakrishnan criticized Samkarz for not Trvinc tc velate

God to the Absolute positively, which he himself was able tc
accomplish through his doctrine of intuition. The Absolute is
the truth for our intuition; God i=s the truth for our intellect.

He firmly believed that "if intuitive knowledge does not supplwy
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us with universal major premises, which we can neither question
. . . ne3
nor establish our life will come to an end.

At the outset of his chapter on "Intellect and Intuition” in

An _Idealist View of Life, he raises the question in the following

words:

If all knowledge were of the scientific type, the |
contemporary challenge to religion would seem to be
conclusive. The problem thus narrows itself to the reality
of intuitive knowledge and conditions of its validity. 1s
there or is there not knowledge which by its very naéﬂre can
be expressed in propositions and is yet trustwarthy?

He concludes the chapter as follows:

The archetypal Ideas of Plato, the a priori of Kant., are the
contents of intuitive wisdom and the conditions of human
knowledge. They point to the working of a Universal Spirit
in us, the eternal subject without whose presence in the
minds of man sensations would be blind and concepts barren.
Intuition, faith, spiritual experience, or the testimony of
scriptures in theolggical language is necessary for
knowledge and life. ~

Accordingly, there are various forms of knowledge: intellect,
intuition, faith, among which intuition occupies the highest
place. Intuition 15 integral experience whereas intellect i=
discursive. In intuition the knower and the known become
identical whereas in intellect, there 1s a duality between
sub ject and object.
This is not to suggest that intellect and intuition are
discontinuous and separate. He explains:
Just as we have both continuitv and discontinuity between
matter and life and mind, so also we have both continuity
and discontinuity between intuitive wisdom and intellectual
knowledge. Those who believe that wisdom negates knowledge
are as one-sided as those who believe that wisdom is nothing
more than knowledge. As life appropriates and uses matter,
as mind appropriates and uses life, so does spiritual wisdom
appropriate and transform intellectual knowledge. Intellect

is therefore an indispensable aid to support and clarify
spiritual experience. The experience may be vitiated by




error or impaired by emotions. There may be mistake in th
analysis and interpretation of primary data of experience.

Intuitive knowledge is not non-ratiomnal, it is non-conceptual.
And, in rational intuition, both immediacy and mediacy are
comprehended.

The immediacy of intuitive knowledge can be mediated through
intellectual definition and analysis. We use intellect to
test the validity of intuition, and communicate them to
others. Intuition and intellect are complementary. We
have, of course, to recognise that intuition transcends the
conceptual §pressions as reality does not fit into
categories.

This passage clearly sums up Radhakrishnan’s position on
intuition that it transcends conceptual expression, although its
validity can only be tested by intuition. In other words:

. . . mediation limits intuition but without it, intuitive

experience would be lost. Radhakrishnan, like Bergson.,

wants to insist that intuition camnot be captured by
language, and at the same time, that language is the only
way of expressing what can be captured. and of pointing tc
the transcendent or i1neffable qQuality af the experience

- - 2

which cannot be adequately expressed..

It is clear, then, that one can attain the highest knowledges onl

through intuition. It 15 wisdom, direct experience.

aparoksadndbhiti. Although both intellect and intuition belong tc

the self, the former deals only with a specific parts the latter
uses the entire self. Additionally.,. ifT one wishes to achieve
true philosophic insight, one cannot think one’s way into it.
Becahse philosophy "is not so much a conceptual reconstruction as
an exhibition of insights.”ac And, a little later. Radhakrishnar
adds: "The great truths of philosophy are not pbroved but seen.
The philosophers convey to others visions by the machinery of
logical proof.. All that the critics of phileosophy do is to find
30

out whether the views are partial or total, pure or impure.”

Here, we see Radhakrishnan’s justification of the Indian
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conception of philosophy as an insight (darééna) of the whole
experience. To make it only an intellectual pursuit is to
divorce it from life. His conception of the nature of
philosophys intuition, and ecreative philosophizing are based on
the format of religious experience. Thuss it is not surprising
that Radhakrishnan emphasizes that anubhava or integral
experience is the highest kind of apprehension one might have.
Philosophy, for him, is not simply the pursuit of wisdom. It is
"intensely practical,” "a way of life," and "an enterprise of th

w31 Accordingly, he believed that the history of the

spirit.
world can be understood by a study of the spirit that underlaies

all human beings.

The Religion of the Spirit

Radhakrishnan’s judgment on the crisis in Western culture
was unflinching. He understood the critical juncture controntinc
Western civilization at that point in history. Two global
conflicts, as he noted, had only reinforced national egoism
which, in turn, produced still greater disunity. He observes:

The barriers of dogmatic religions are sterilising men’s
efforts to co-ordinate their forces to shape the future.
Each religion is a rival to others. There are some things
which are more important than our particular allegirances:
truth and humanity and that religious consciousness which 1ce
the common possession of all human beings by virtue of their
spiritual endowment. So long as our group loyalties are
strong agg-overriding we cammot belong to the general human
society.

We need a world community to establish world unity, to stop the

evils of egoism, materialism, and religious exclusivism.
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This unity, he believed, can be attaineds not by the
imposition of beliefs of this or that religion,; but by acquiring
a more comprehensive religious perspective. "The development of
such a perspective is not a mere necessity. It is the demand of
a right view of religion."33

"Religion," he believed, "is the direct apprehension of the
Supreme. It is the attaining of a state of illumination. When
the Reality is omnipresents the human being is able to apprehend
it directly in his inmost being."ag The emphasis on the
experiential nature of religion led him to reject the view that
religion is simply a matter of belief and not experience.
Religion is not simply a matter of chanting mantraé or the
performance of the rituals. It is an encounter of the individual
with the Supreme. Accordingly, if religion is to become an
effective force in our lives, and serve as a basis for new human
community, it must become more inward and more universal, s flams
which cleanses our inward beina and so cleanses the world.

Likewise, he believed that the unity of the human race can
be achieved only by an inner oneness of spirit, by pursuing
universal aims. There is only one Eternal religion, sanatans
dharma. All religions are equally true as they are historical
expressions of one universal spirit. The differences are reali-
@ matter of form and not of essence. He affirms:

If religions are to heal humanity’s divisions., if they are

to bring peoples nearer one another, they must take

themselves seriously, forget their partisan strife. affirm
that religion is a matter of spirit and not form and its

loyalty is to the whole world and not simply to the members
of one community.
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Thus, all religions, as they share in one common spirit, are
essentially one. This religion will be the religion of the
future, and he identifies it as "religion of the spirit.”

We can apprehend the spirit with directness and immediacy,
by "Integral Insight,"37 "for it brings into activity not merely
a portion of our conscious beings sense or reason,; but the
whole."38 Integral knowledge makes us aware of our whole being.
This knowledge transcends the subject/object distinction. "1t

G
can be accepted as foundational. Being is Truth. Sat is cit.":3
This religion must not be considered to be the monopoloy of one
particular religious tradition, because the possibility of
integral insight exists at the centre of every religion. He
affirms:

When the Upanisads proclaim the great truth “that art thou,?

when the Buddha teaches that each human individual has in

him the power to grow into a Buddha or Bodhisattva, when the

Jews say that the ®spirit of man is the candle of the Lord.?

when Jesus tells his hearer that the Kingdom of Heaven ics

within them . . . they all mean that the most important

thinoc in life is not to be found in anything external to ma:

but 1is teobe found in the hidden strata of his thought and
feeling.

Accordingly, "Religion of the Spirit," for Radhakrishnan,
emphasized the essentials of all "religione” and, conseguently.
the essence of "religion." It will also move the world toward
more cooperation and unity. QOur loyalty should be to "religion”
and not to different "religions." The different "religions" are
e¥pression5 of "religion” and are imperfect in their historical
formulations. The diversity in traditional and historical
formulations diminish when one climbs up the scale of spiritual
perfection. "All the paths of ascent lead to the same

mountaintop. This convergent tendency and remarkable degree of
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agreement in the witness of those who reach the mountaintop are
strongest proof of the of truth of religit:n."q1 What is needed

today is not a fusion but a fellowship of *F.ait:hs,"a and the

sanstana dharma can provide the basis for such a faith. Such a

faith
- « . 1s understanding, insight, full trust in the basic
reality which feeds all faiths and its power to lead us to
the truth. It believes in the deeper religion of the Spirit
which will be adequate for all people, vital enough to
strike deep roots, powerful to unify each individual in
himself and bind us all together Eg the realisation of our
common condition and common goal.

History, in this context, is considered as a process of spiritual

evolution moving toward a culmination. Such an integral view of

history allows for possible fulfillments in history. For

Radhakrishnan, it is return to Brahman. The life of a human

being and community is not without significance. This

presupposes hics .interpretation of the nature of the Absoclute.

though describable as neti neti, is of value. Moksas is the
realization of an individual’s divine potentialities. "When one

individual completes his Purpose, he develops the universality of
outlook characteristic of perfection, but retains his

. A . . a4

individuality as a centre of action.’

The final goal, however, is not individual moksa, but rather
moxsa

the brahmaloka. the Kingdom of God. It is a fellowship. a new

order of beings, and a new kind of life on earth. When all
tndividuals have escaped from their "alienation." "slavery to the
world," there is the awakening of the Spirit in them. "When the

Kingdom of Spirit is established on earth as it is in heaven

above, God the antécedent becomes God the consequent. There is a

=
coincidence of the beginning and the end."q”



Thus, the attainment of spiritual freedom by all, universal
salvation is the goal. In such a kingdom individuals are united
by harmonys they overcome disruptions and false antinomies,
transcend time, which is objectified as brahmaloka. "When
everyone achieves his fulfillment, the cosmic purpose is
fulfilled. Pure undistorted truth of eternity burns up the
world. The end of process is continuity with the beginning andg

when the two coincide, cosmic existence lapses into Absolute

Being."qé

I1I

Radhakrishnan believed that his "Universal Religion" was
adeguate to meet not only the needs of India, but those of ali
humankinag. By 1922, he placed a new emphasis on VYedants and
identified it as "Hinduism." This was one of Radhakrishnan’s
several descriptions for Ved3nta, and he also calls it “"the fait!
of the Hindus,"” "the Hindu view.” "the Hindu Religion," "Indian
Thought,"” and so on. On the one hand, he admitted that it is
absurd to speak of aé Indian monopoly of philosophic wisdom; onr
tne other hand. he also believed'that the essential spirit of
"Hinduism" 15 universally valig. that its message has world-wide
application. There is one universal philosophy which is found in

all lands and cultures, what he characterized as the "religion of

the Spirit.”
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Therefore, it is not surprising that critics claim that

Radhakrishnan’s "religion of the Spirit" is "Hinduism" or

"Vedanta" in disguise.46

Various Christian theologians and historians of religion
have attacked Radhakrishnan’s universal synthesis on different
grounds. A well-known Christian theologian, Newbigin, Tor
example., claims that Radhakrishnan’s mystical experience 1is toc
individualistic to Provide any kind of basics for s universaj
svnthesis, It can only provide "the negative unity of tolerance
rather than the positive unity of love." He reiterates:

But so long as the central and controlling idea is
salvation-through the knowledge of identity with the Suprems
Self, so long as the world of multiplicity and change 1s
believed to be unreal, Hinduism can never put & visibie
human community into the centre of its creed, as
Christianity puts the church. The unity which it offerc 1g
the cessation of strife, not the creation of a new
communify.

In h1s critical essay "Eastern and Western Cultural veslues.
F.5.0. Northrop maintains that the East and West have differen-
value svstems and methodologies. and therefore. to impose onree
owr valiues on the other in the name oY tolerance it to ac
injustice to the values of others. He notecs:
When beliefs are logically contradictory, ths acceptance o~
the one renders the toleration of the octher imobossible
. . . Conseguently, to apply. as Radhakrishnan does, ' the
doctrins of toleration, which is appropriate to Orientel
beliefs grounded in ite mode of knowing. to Western belier=
ang spiritus: valuec g@rounded in their different modes o+
Fnowing. is to impose & theory of value of one culture upcor

the domain of aaother Culture where its application 1¢
lnappropriate.

There have been various critiques of Radhakrishnan’c
philosophy. In this paper , however, 1 have decided to

Concentrate on Professor Robert Minor s critique 'of



_18_
"Radhakrishnan on the nature of ‘Hindu’ Tolerance."qq I have
decided to use this article because Minor has written most
extensively on Radhakrishnan in recent times than any other
scholar I know. Secondly, among the several critiques of
Radhakrishnan’s philosophys Robert Minor’s may be ostensibly the
most persuasive. His discussion of the possibilities for a
universal faith in particular 1s instructive. Minmor himseldf
concedes: "The issue of tolerance in the religions of the world
became crucial in Radhakrishnan’s writings, for s spiritual
solution, he believed, required a united spirituality, s
universal faith.”so Hence a universal religious svnthes:ics
generates an imperative for tolerance. Indeed; his synthesis 1¢
predicatec upon as weli:i ac implied by arn attitude of tolerance.

And therein lies the crux of the matte-.

Minor brimgs to his analvsics of Radnakrishnan’s pesi1tion hiz

ususal discernment, acuity of perspective. and comprehersivenes

0n

of analysis. In fact, so lucid, clear, and 5e1f¥e;169nt iz ha
exposition that upon further reflection onlv. does one bs=gin tc
appreciate how seductive is his interpretation. But there are
some serious deficiencies in his interpretation which subsequent
aralysis will reveal. Hence., with all due appreciation Tor the
briliisnce of Minmor’s anmalvsis, some doubts rémaln. fccordaingiy .
1t 15 my 1ntent in this section of the paper to Quéstloﬂ.aﬂEN

the adeguacy of his interpretation,; and further, to suggest some

real deficiencies and oversights within that interpretation.

Mirnor states:

'

Though Radhakrishnan attempted to define tolerance in what
he considered a more positive manner, his approach limited
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tolerance to appreciation and acceptance of other religious
positions, especially theistic positions, only as they fit
into his own religious stance. His own position was treated
as absolute, without having its absolute status ever
questioned. Thus, Radhakrishnan’s tolerance always affirmed
exclusively his own position and protected him from the
challenge of other pos%tions. It functions as dogma, as an
unchal lengeable creed.

In his article, "Religion and World Unity,"” Radhakrishnan
discusses "two sides" of tolerance, "a negative and a positive
one." Negatively, he rejects the claim that any one type of
religion "has absolute, final, universal, and exclusive
validity."SE "The positive side is a sensitiveness to truth
wherever it is found, an appreciation of the values found in
other religions, a creative assimilation of the elements of truth
and a consequent enrichment of our own beliefs.”53 The positive
side of tolerance, Minor notes, is very important for
Radhakrishnan because Radhakrishnan maintains that in India we
have had "a peaceful coexistence of different religions. It i<
not mere passive coexistence but an active fellowship, a close
inter-relation of the best of different religione. Coexistence
is the first step and fraternity is the c;u:.al."S‘6 However ,
"appreciation and acceptance," Minor further notes. "does not
mean an affirmation of everything which a religion teaches, but
only what is considered by Radhakrishnan, true, valuable, best,
within the religions one confrontes. It i at this point the
limitatione of tolerance are visible in Radhakrishnan’cs

=
thought,“s“

because the determinant of what is true, best. andg
valuable in Radhakrishnan is his own stances, the experience of
the identity of Brahman and atman, tat tvam asi. Thus,

Radhakrishnan’s positive tolerance is in rea;ity Jonly &

toleration of his own Position, while the negative definition of
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tolerance as putting up with is practiced in accepting the other
positions as lower, as subordinate; as even possibly

‘superstitions.’“s6

That Qadhakrishnan takes a position consistent with the
teachings of Vedanta is widely known. There is enougH textual
material to document that his philosophico-religious synthesis
rests on an idealist view of life. Apparently, this perspective
like any other, provided him with a frame of reference within
which other perspectives were analyzed and judged. If to have
such a framework upon which to base judgment implies s '"dogma,"
then perhaps almost all of us will have to admit that we are
dogmatic in some sense. We always see things throuagh our own
frames of reference. However. having a frame of reference cannot
be equated with the possession of a '"doamsa.” In fact, it depeno:-
on how you use the frame of references; the point of view with
which yvou beain.

For example, Radhakrishnan treats the Upanisadic and

Advaitin doctrine tat tvam asi (that art thou) as a simple

statement of an experienced fact. Therefore,; this statement was
neither a dogme or @ creedal statement for Radhakrishnan. Minor.
however, believes that thics statement functions as a doama ar
Radhakrishnan’s thought because 1t was "an affirmation not
criticized ss affirmation or 1nterpretation."57 He further notecs
that this becomes "the governing principle by which Radhakrishnan
accepts or rejects other religious positions . . . . It is the

test by which one can know “the true, the best, what 1s valuable.

the value,’ and ‘the elements of truth’ of the positions which




are found in the world religions."sB He then argues that when
one has a dogmé, one cannot do adequate justice to the truths of
other traditions if they conflict with his own dogma, i.e., one
cannot positively tolerate it, one can only negatively tolerate
it in the sense of "putting up with.” That is why early on in
his exposition, Minor outlines the distinction between negative
and positive aspects of tolerance. From that distinction, Minor
then argues, perhaps successfully, that Radhakrishnan had =
vantage point for assessing all other creeds, doctrines, and
religious and Philosophical assertions. In other words, becauss
he had this “dogmatic” position from which he analyzed and judged
everything else, he could not positively tolerate the
contradictory asseréions without doing violence to their cultursal
and historical context. The law of contradiction demands that
one cannot simultaneously affirm the truth of two contradictory
propositions. Thus there are Inherent limits to the possibilits
of positive tolerance wher one has & perspective from whiich tco
get a perspective on fﬁé alternative pPerspectives——and that »c
where Minor’s analysis stops. To me this is not terribil,
productive or illuminating. I believe it is more important to
analyze what are the philosophic implications that ensue? What
does thais "dogma™ produce.for us? What is important about this
"dogme" 1e not it5.identity 25 & set of philosophic propositions.
but rather its meaning and significance fo-r Radhakrishnar.

For Radhakrishnan, a "philosophy becomes dogmatic, if the

assertions of the Scripture are looked upor as superior to the
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evidence of the senses and the conclusions of reason."59 In his
“Rep19 to Critics," he clearly states:

7~
While the general spirit of Samkara’s philosophy is
commended in my writings, on many essential points I have
developed on independent lines. My endeavor has been to
expound a philosophys not to state a dogmatic theologys o
philosophy which offers an interpretation of the universe,
which is at once rational and spiritual, whig% depends on
logical reflection and not on acts of faith.

He himself was very much aware of conflicts, contradictions, tha
7~
existed 1n the Vedanta of Samkara. He states:

The anxiety to be loval as far as possible to both Buddhism
and Vedantism appears to be the explanation of much of the
inconsistency of Sankara’s phileosophy. God or the Absolute
he cannot give up as a Vedantin. But when. with the
Buddhist, he admits that the finite is illusory, his
Absolute becomes something in which all is lost and nothing

1s found again . . . . But there i1s no denying that the
positive method Sankara intends to pursue as a Vedantin and
the negative method he does sometimes pursue as an .

interpreter of Buddhism end in conflict and contradiction.”

In An_Idealist View of Life, Radhakrishnan criticized Upanisads

’
and Samkare for trving to express the nature of the Absolute 1ir

negative terms: "There is s danger in these negative
descriptions. By denying all sttributes and relations we expose
ourselves to the charge of reducing the ultimate being to bare

existence which is absolute vacuity.”é He admits that Veds or

o

i .
sruti 1s generally considered to be an authoritative source of
knowledge i1in Indian thought: And we should accept Vedic

statements only i1f we feel convinced that these wise had better

means than we have of. Torming & judgment orn the matter in

w

) . . .
guestion."” Accordingly, he introduces & revised conception of

the Scripture.

The old days when the Scriptures were accepted on trust that
God was their author are no more. There is a new approach
. today. We do not accept scriptural documents as books apart
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from other books, unquestionable in their accuracy and

advice. The view that thegqare the inherent word of God

does not carry conviction.
Moreover, faith "is not blind acquiescence in external authority.
It is the response of the whole man which includes assent of
intellect and energy of will."65 Therefores, he would not ask
anybody to accept tat tvem asi dogmatically if one is not
convinced of its truth. Miﬁor, correctly notes that
Radhakrishnan accepts tat tvam 251 as an experienced fact. The
real issue, however, is: what does the doctrine purport to do”
Why is it so significant for Radhakrishnan?

For Radhakrishnan, spirit is the symbol of unity and
existence. Spirit is fournd in the inner depth of one’s being and
it reveals itself as true being. The experience is not unique tc
Hinduism. He cites several examples from different religious
traditions which testify to the relationship between individusl
and the Supreme Spirit. he note; "The Biblical affirmation ‘the
Spirit of man is the candle of the Lord:’" St. John's belief that
"spirit is ‘the light that lightest everv man that cometh intc
the world:" and Descartes’ gquery, "How could I doubt or desire.
Fow could 1 be conscious, that is to says that anvthing :s
wanting in mes and that I am not altogether perfect, if I had not
within me the ideas of a being more perfect than myself, by
comparison with whom I recoanize the defects of my own ruatur'e'?”é’c
Doint to & relstionship between the individual and the Suprems
spirit. No one would deny that Radhakrishnan accepted st tvan
asi. However, with the help of this affirmation which is found

in different religious traditions, Radhakrishnan was trying to

draw our attention to the fact that the Spirit lives in the
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world, and all of us share that common bond, irrespective of the
religious tradition to which we belong. Such a bond transcends
the boundaries of race, cultures, and creeds. The universe is
essentially spirit, and spirit is all there is. Therefore, for
Radhakrishnan, this relationship has far reaching implications in
the area of world—&ommunity, religious unity, and peace on earth
Thus, to say that tat tvam asi functions as s "dogmz" 1in
Radhakrishnan’s philosophy 1s to miss the entire meaning and
significance of such an a'f"‘t“'u-ma't:'1Dh.é"7

Radhakrishnan acknowledged the reality of the spiritusa!l
intuition of the ultimate reality of spirit, and the primacy of
being or self as an intuited certainty. The Supreme in its
transcendental aspect is the Absolute, and in its cosmic aspect.
1t 1s God. He maintains that this distinction 1s "“of great
significance which we should trv to preserve., if we are to have =
balanced view of the Supreme."66 Because Absolute 1s not “locker
up in 1ts own transcengence. lSvare ic the Absclut=s 1m action =

c
Ltord and creator.“é' What results is significant and real, no-

only for usz, but alsec for the world-spirit,7( because God 1t

working in history which is "neither a chapter of accidents, nor

. . . A 7
a determined drift, but a pattern of absolute significance."” !

'
Accordingly, he rejects the i1nterpretation of Samkars that God 1¢

-
/

simply phenomenai. and Absolute 1= the onlyv realitsy. The

m

world, Radhakrishnan maintaincs. is the creative outpouring of trhe
conscious delight of Isgvara or God, and for the one "who has the
vision of the Supreme, life, personality and history become

. 73 .. .
rmportant” because the full meaning of the divine is brought
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out as much by creation as by rest and fulfillment, since it is
only the one that reveals itself as the many. The world has s
"cosmic meaning” and "it tells its own story and offers its own
suggestions."7q In other words, the cosmic process progressivel.
reveals the supreme, and passage to the supreme is not a Cowardly
flight, but an ascent, in which "life personality and history
become important."75 It 1s a passage Trom existence to reality.
and the destiny of the world is to be transformea into the
Kingdom of God, i.e., the perfect state. This world, therefore.
"is not an illusion; it is not nothingness, Tor it is willed b
God and therefore is real. its reality is radically different
from the being of Absolute-God. The Absolute alone has
non-created reality; all else isg dependent, created realltv.”7b
Minor, however, believes that Radhakrishnan’s characterization of
the two aspects of the Absclute amount to & "revision” of the
theistic position. He notes:
though Radhakrishnan can accept the Impersonal Absclute sc =
true understanding of the highest reality, he can accept.
affirm, and anticipate the Absolute of the theist i1nto hic
owri position only as relative. What appears to
Radhakrishnan to be an affirmation of a thei1stic posi1tior.
then, is an affirmation of a revised positions the theistic
affirmation is revisgg S0 as to affirm the priority of the
Impersonal Absclute.
Yet it i1s not clear in what sensé Radhakrishnan’s system involves
e "revision”" of the theistic affirmation. Three possiblie senses
ot revisior come to mind: &) the revision in the sense of
directly changing the elements that constitute a svystems b}
revision implying substituting one systea for another on the

grounds that the new system offers greater explanatory powers

tharm the old one; and finally, c) revision in the sense of using
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one system as establishing the criteria for evaluation of another
system on the grounds that the former position includes those
elements that are found in the latter system.

If Radhakrishnan can be said to be revising, it can only be
according to the third sense of revision given above. This,
however, does not mean that the other system is changed.
reshaped, distorted,; by virtue of its comparison with the former
system. In other words, to say that the system of Radhakrishnan
1= "tolerant" does not imply that such a system 1s proposing the
reshaping or reconstruction of the "lower—-system."” but ratner.
that the system of Radhakrishnan is comprehensive by being able
to outline the contours of the "lower-level positions,” e.q..
Ramanuj;s.

Minor  interprets Radhakrishnan in a way that 1llustrates
"tolerance" only as the acceptance of views that "fit" the
pcsition of Radhakrishnan, Yet Radhakrishnan might have claimec
that a system 1s tolerant only if 1t is capable of comprenendinc
all possible systems in the sense of appreciating anc
assimilating the values tnat are found in other religions. 1
believe that Radhakrishnan held this latter view. He states:

It 1¢ not a question of fusing all religions i1ntc one but
enabling each religion to assimilate whatever 1t can fron

the truthe of other religions. What 1s needeac 1s organic
assimilation, not mere juxtaposition. There 1= a differencs
between samanvavas Or synthesis and svncretism. In &

svncretism we gather together elemente Trom different
svystems and throw them together without eny principle or
order. In & synthesis. on the other hand, there are certair
definite principles from which we start and move outwards.
Each religion will remain an integrated structure, but will
assimilate new material. The different religions may retain
their individualities, their distinctive doctrines and
characterisgéc pieties along with a live sense of spiritual
fellowship.
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Minor correctly notes that there 1s a degree of unclarity in
the relationship that exists between the role of the intellect
and the intuition in Radhakrishnan.79 It is also equally true
that Radhakrishnan does not provide any "rational intellectual
tests" for Choosing what is "essential” in & religious
experience. But one wonders if it is really possible for anv
such tests to be found by reason. Our own tests or criteria for
judaing in the final analysis rest upon unproven assumptions.
Can we ever prove our assumptions? Perhaps not directlv, ygt
how satisfactory they are may be reflected in their persuasive
power which, of itself, can be evaluated only in some context of
purpose.

What precisely was Radhakrishnan’s goal and purpose? Do we
Tind his purpose Persuasive in tni1s context? Radhakrishnan
appeared at a craitical time ir the historvy of humankino when

there weres thrests to humanity from all Quarterc, Scientifaic

(]

ocutloot . technological gevelopments hac crestea NevotL s a2nc pecpls
had lost faith 1n traditional religions. Diveragenrt trends were

struggiinag for supremac, . He was faced withk the challengina tas

and achieving a unified view of life. A rational faith tc
Sustaln & new order of life was badly needeao. He notec:
We neeo & phileosoph, . e directiorn and & hope. 17 the precen:
state ¢ ingecicion 13 not to lead us to agespa: -. Beliie7
m&. be difficult, but the need for believinc 15 inescapatie

We are in search fTor a spiritual religiorn. that ie
universally valig. vital, clear-cut, one that has anr
understanding of the fresh sense of truth and the awakened
S0C1&1 passion which are the pégminent characteristics of
the religious situation today.
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This spiritual religion that has the power to heal humanity
must not be confined to army one historical formulation of
religion. With the world as our cultural base, it would be a
mistake to limit ourselves only to the voices of Isaiah and Paul.
Socrates and Cicero, the prophets of Egypts the sages of Chins
and the seers of India.Bl Such a religion "may be called the

sanstana dharma, the eternal religion. It is not to be

identified with any particular religion, for it is the religion

which transcends race and creed and yet informs all races and

—

. 8c

creeds. It is misleading to speak of different religions
because there is only one "religion.” This affirmation was based
on the belief that truth is one although it wears the vestiges of
many colors. Additionally. since every human being has within
himself or herself capacity to experience the spirit, every
religion 15 essentially the religion of the Spirit.

Consequently. 1t attacks all dogmstic assertions that clsain thset
theirs 1= "the only path' to the Divine. "The worlc 1s moving

towarde religious unity not on the basis of any one religious

tradition but within the framewori of & religiorn of spirit which

does not abandon the past of any religion but fulfills it."“83
The unitv of the human race can be achieved only by an i1nne-
oneness of the aims, by pursuing aims that are universal. He was

working feor- the emergence of & new civilization. & new culture.
founded or thes truths of the spirit and unity of humanking.

The method he used to accomplish this task was the method of
harmony, of views, texts, and perspectives. He provided us with

a8 new conception of samanvays or reconciliation. This method was
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used by é;ﬁkara and other Vedantic scholars to reconcile
divergent Upanisadic principles and tendencies. Radhakrishnan
extended it to "the living faiths of mankind.“Bq Through this
method he presented the "religion of the Spirit" as a religion
that seeks harmony and not simply uniformity. It is universal in
the sense that it is the basis of all religions. The goal is
fellowship and not fusion of religions, where all individual
religions may retain their individualities in a sense of
spiritual fellowship and work toward one common gosl.

Thus, the "religion of the Spirit" is not to be identifiec
with any particular religious tradition, not even Ved3nta.
However, it does not follow that Ved3nta could not aive an
expression to it. There is no reason why Christianity, or

Buddhism., or Islam for that matter could not serve the same

function. This was his hope for the future. Although he

in
oo
mn

believed that Hinduism, rightlv understood. can provide the ba
tor such & religion because 1n the course of its long, long
history, it was able to incorporate into ite structure many
varieties of beliefs and religious practices which has made it &
vast, complex, and subtly unified system allowing a place for all
types of beliefs and practices. He categorically denies that it
1€ the monopoly of Indian religion. In thic confext. we must
rememper that he did net treat Hinduism a= & historical religicr
but as & mosaic of faiths. He reiterates:
In my writinés my contention has been to make out that there
1s one perennial and universal philosophy which is found ir
all lands and cultures, in the seers of the Upanisads and
the Buddha, Plato and Plotinus, in Hillel and Philo, Jesus

and Paul and the medieval mystics of Islam. It is thse
spirit which binds continents and unites the ages thst can




save us from the meaningless of the present situation, and
not any local variant of it which we find in the Indian
tradition, It is agéurd to speak of Indian monopolies of
philosophic wisdom. [Emphasis Supplied]

Therefore, his "religion of the Spirit” is not to be classified
as Christian, or Hindu, or Buddhist, because it is the experiencec
of the eternal spirit that transcends all traditional
formulations of religion.

In this "religion of the Spirit," both God and humans are
seen as working through the Universal which guides history to it:s
final fulfillment. brahmalok, the ‘Kingdom of God’ or the
"Kingdom of Spirit.” The Divine Absolute without losing its
perfection manifests the world. The world is seen as a place
where the divine is finding its telos because the world of spirit
fias entered into the worlq of mon-spirit to realize one of its
infinite possibilities. Nﬁat results is significant not only fo
us but alsoc for the world-spirit and the temporsal process 1T o~
& traaedv or aberration.86 God actively intervenes in tre woric
and the individual being i1s asked to work with the Spirit 1in
order to reach perfection. Radhakrishran’s own involvement 1r
national and international activities is a testimony to the fact
that he considered religior to be an essential part of evervday
lite. His universal outlook became the bas:is of Hls political
activities and he used his outloor to prevent war, to seek pesce
and harmony. He became a symbol of peace and arn ambassador g%
aood will.

He reinforced the traditional view of philosophy.,

philosopitia perennis. Consequently, he did not confine it tc

logic or epistemology but to create a new awareness of oneself

and the world. He reiterates: "Even as our political problem is




bring East and West together in a common brotherhood which
transcends racial differences, so in the world of philosophy we
have to bring about a cross-fertilization of ideas.“88
Radhakrishnan treated philosophy as an organic aspect of human
Culture. "Philosophy as logical reflection is different from
philosophy as the love of wisdom. Sophia or wisdom 1s not mere
knowledge. It is knowledge lived. 1t 1s a way of life where
valid knowledge is the condition of just action.”Bc Therefore,
what was i1mportant for Radhakrishnan was the life of action, not
the degree of correspondence between a set of "isms"” and his owr
"dogmas," nor the inherent limits to the possibility of tolerance
in the positive sense. Spirit, according toc Radhakrishnan, wacs
symbol of unity of a person at national énd international level.
1t implied & world of action, an international community, a
fellowship of persons. With the help of £he "religion of the
spirit," he outlines a philosophy whick is philosophy of religior
and & reli1gious philosophys a world fTaith anNg world-perspect:. e

at the same time.
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